Throughout the existence of mankind, the task of caring has been the responsibility of women; outside the family unit, the first female carers were the shamans. However, history does not accurately reflect this role, given that medical texts have mostly been written by men. Metrodora (c. 200-400 CE), whose identity is unknown beyond her name, was a Greek physician and author of the oldest medical text known to have been written by a woman, On the Diseases and Cures of Women, which made decisive contributions to the aetiology and symptomology of diseases, and was widely referenced by other medical writers in ancient Greece and Rome, as well as in mediaeval Europe. 1 Despite this background, when medicine became a university science, women were excluded, and it was not until the end of the 19th century that degrees in Medicine were awarded, very occasionally and with great uproar, to women for the first time. The first woman to achieve a degree in
graduated in genetics, physiology and histology during this period, but it would not be until the mid 20th century that the rewards of women arriving into the world of research would come to light. 2 In this regard, Rosalyn Yalow, a medical physicist and winner of the 1977 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine for developing the radioimmunoassay technique, stands out.
Nephrology is a recent speciality, which was not formally recognised until 1969 or independently recognised until 1977. Therefore, publications specific to this field came later than those for other specialities. In his article, "History of Nephrology", Dr Julio Botella said: "The word nephrology did not yet exist, but there was an explosion of new knowledge in the kidney field; the world had been filled with kidney specialists" 3 or, as explained so well by Dr Luis Hernando: "Up to 1950, the history of Nephrology for the most part it was referring to renal physiology, histology and renal radiography. Then a gradual increase in scientific and technological advances occurred which managed to prolong the life of many kidney patients and which now make up the actual content of the history of Nephrology". 4 The 5 Internationally, in an attempt to highlight the work of women in the scientific field, the International Society of Nephrology (ISN) wanted to pay tribute to women who had collaborated closely in the development of the speciality 6 In the early stages of Spanish nephrology, there were no female nephrologists until the end of the 1970s, in a much lower ratio than men, at almost 20:1. Among those who deserve a mention and who, as Luis Hernando said, "We must not forget", 4 8, 9 Currently, women have a growing presence in the medical profession and in this speciality, both internationally and in Spain, and their representation has risen from 34.5% in 1996 to 43.6% in 2007. 10 This presence is reflected in the number of members in the SEN, hospital staff and doctoral theses, where the figure has now risen to at least half of the workforce. Nevertheless, their participation in research, teaching and, in particular, management activities, continues to be lower, having not yet managed to get themselves onto an equal footing with the male gender.
In research, women are represented in 34% of basic or experimental research in nephrology and 22% of clinical research. 11 This lack of women working in clinical research, according to Pilar Arrizabalaga, a first-generation nephrologist and author of various publications in the field, is the result of factors stemming from the different social roles among men and women, the weight of women in the family sphere and the greater difficulty in finding a balance between personal life and academic nephrology, 12, 13 and not only the difficulties that motherhood itself generates for women. 14 Finding a balance between both aspects still requires much better awareness and practice in hospital, university, government administrations and within society itself. Men usually hold leadership positions. 13 However, it is true that we are witnessing positive social development in this area, and in 2014 the first female president of the SEN, M. Dolores del Pino, was elected.
Dr Alfonso Palma has witnessed the development of the Nephrology and the increasingly greater role of women in the speciality: "When students would come to ask me about the speciality after sitting their Internal Medical Resident exam, the men always asked me if you could earn money working in nephrology, but the women never asked about this, they had more of an interest in the patient. Nephrology is an unusual speciality because it requires a great deal of effort, a lot of dedication, a lot of studying, a lot of work... and it is not very well paid. Kidney patients consume you. If they die under your care it leaves a huge mark on you and this is something that a lot of people can't tolerate, although women can".
It would be extremely difficult to collate each and every one of the female protagonists in this history, which continues into the present and includes an increasing number of admirable women whose voices are heard. Together, these women form an extremely long list of both Spanish and international women, and we cannot honour them by naming them all. In Nephrology, if we were to name but a few of these outstanding women, it would be worth highlighting: Agnes Fogo and Vivette D'Ágati (nephropathology), Gabriela Moroni and Liz Lightstone (lupus), Sharon Moe and Teresa Adragao (vascular calcification), etc.
This text is not conclusive. Many women have succeeded in improving the quality of life and life expectancy of kidney patients, making new diagnostic and therapeutic techniques available, facing difficult red tape and supporting kidney patients in their daily lives. However, they go down in history only in memory and not on paper. Hence the importance of recounting history from all its sources, as only acts brimming with equality will have an impact on the fair involvement of women in clinical practice and research.
